University of Texas at El Paso

DigitalCommons@UTEP
Open Access Theses & Dissertations

2010-01-01

Protean Storytellers: Journalists' Identities In An
Uncertain Future
Lourdes Miriam Cueva Chacón
University of Texas at El Paso, cuevacha@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.utep.edu/open_etd
Part of the Journalism Studies Commons
Recommended Citation
Cueva Chacón, Lourdes Miriam, "Protean Storytellers: Journalists' Identities In An Uncertain Future" (2010). Open Access Theses &
Dissertations. 2461.
https://digitalcommons.utep.edu/open_etd/2461

This is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UTEP. It has been accepted for inclusion in Open Access Theses & Dissertations
by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UTEP. For more information, please contact lweber@utep.edu.

PROTEAN STORYTELLERS: JOURNALISTS’ IDENTITIES IN AN UNCERTAIN
FUTURE.

LOURDES MIRIAM CUEVA CHACÓN
Department of Communication

APPROVED:

_________________________________
Stacey Sowards, Ph.D., Chair

_________________________________
Eduardo Barrera, Ph.D.

_________________________________
Isabel Baca, Ph.D.

________________________________
Patricia D. Witherspoon, Ph.D.
Dean of the Graduate School

Copyright ©
by
Lourdes Miriam Cueva Chacón
2010

Dedication

Para ti, Cé, illo feror, quoqumque feror.

PROTEAN STORYTELLERS: JOURNALISTS’ IDENTITIES IN AN UNCERTAIN
FUTURE.

By

LOURDES MIRIAM CUEVA CHACÓN

THESIS
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texas at El Paso
in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements
for the Degree of

MASTER OF ARTS

Department of Communication
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT EL PASO
December 2010

Acknowledgements

It is due to the invaluable support that Dr. Stacey Sowards, my thesis advisor, provided that this
project comes to fruition. She guided me through all the steps of research, which at times felt
infinite, with boundless patience and prompt advice. Thank you, Stacey. I also want to thank Zita
Arocha and David Smith-Soto, my mentors and friends, for trusting me and for opening the
doors to journalism and teaching. I give special thanks to my students, not only the ones who
participated in this study, but to all that have been part of my time at UTEP. I am sure I learn
more from you each day than I could ever teach you in my whole life.
None of my projects, personal or otherwise, could come to life without the breath of
César Silva-Santisteban, Cé, my compañero de vida.

v

Abstract

Journalism is undergoing a crisis period and, even though publishers, journalists and
scholars do not agree about the future of news media industries, certainly they agree that what
was once the dominant model of journalism is now changing drastically. Journalists are facing
dynamic and changing environments that demand from them to develop new skills and to
perform new roles. This is the environment where the new generation of journalists is forming,
forcing them to rethink their future careers. For this research students’ narratives where collected
to determine the rhetorical ways in which students articulate their identity as journalists, what
were the process they followed to embrace their professional identity, and how much the current
transformation period influences the articulation of these identities. Four major journalist roles
emerged from this study: storyteller, cyborg, expert-objective disseminator and voice of the
voiceless. This study also confirmed that the identity-verification process was the most relevant
for students when building their professional identity. Finally, students manifested their adoption
of protean identities in order to be prepared for the changes that the industry demands from them.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Journalism is undergoing a crisis period and, even though publishers, journalists and scholars do
not agree about the future of news media industries, certainly they agree that what was once the
dominant model of journalism is now changing drastically (McNair, 2009). One sign of these
changes is the decline of newspapers. In October 2009, the Audit Bureau of Circulations reported
that circulation of its U.S. newspapers members (about one-quarter of the country’s dailies) had
again lost paying readers (10.6 percent from April through September compared to the same
period in 2008), and confirmed a declining tendency that started in 1987. In 2008 the largest
newspaper in the country, Gannet, laid off 10 percent of its workforce (Mosco, 2009), and on
March 27th, 2009, the Christian Science Monitor, a 100-years-old and seven-time Pulitzer Prizewinning, published its last print issue changing to an online-only publication (Ngowi, 2009). The
newspaper decline is explained by the effect of the financial crisis in advertising, but mostly by
the changes in readers’ behaviors due to the advent of the Internet. Readers are not only getting
their news from free websites, they are also exercising the freedom of the press by themselves
(Keller, 2007) through blogs and “citizen journalism” (Rosen, 2008), which is the use of press
tools by citizens to inform their own communities. Audiences are also now being reached
directly by organizations, the government and politicians without the filtering of the press
(Pavlik, 2001). Hence, audience preferences require “realignment of the relationships between
and among news organizations, journalists, and their many publics, including audiences, sources,
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competitors, advertisers, and government” (Pavlik, 2001, p. xiii), blurring the boundaries of
journalism as we know it.
This phenomenon has not escaped the analysis of scholars. The journal Journalism:
Theory, Practice & Criticism recently devoted an entire issue (Volume 10 Issue 3) to discuss the
future of journalism. In that issue, some scholars referred to this period as an “epochal
transformation of the news media” (Schudson, 2009, p. 369). Bird (2009) observes that “to some
extent the answer we choose depends on our understanding of what journalism is” (p. 293)
confirming in this way the uncertainty in the definition of the current model. From the point of
view of the democratization of the field—Bird continues—we should celebrate these changes
because it helps to end the one-way flow of information. However, Bird also notes that we
cannot ignore the other side: “the rise of the citizen-journalist is accompanied by a decline in
jobs for trained journalists, with massive layoffs striking newspapers and TV news
organizations” (Bird, 2009, p. 294). Thus, in this chaotic environment, “how will we recognize
quality amidst the quantity of information available? If the professional-amateur boundary
dissolves, who or what will do sense-making and the sifting of complex reality which has been
one of journalism’s key functions?” (McNair, 2009, p. 349).

1.1 Digital journalism and the future of journalism
Digital journalism, online journalism or new media usually refer to the “use of digital
technologies to research, produce, and deliver (or make accessible) news and information to an
increasingly computer literate audience” according to Kawamoto (2003, p. 4). Because
technology progresses very rapidly and it can have an impact on the way journalists perform
their tasks and exercise their roles, the definition is continually evolving. However, Kawamoto
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(2003) recognizes that typical characteristics of digital journalism are: hypertextuality,
interactivity, nonlinearity, multimedia, convergence, customization and personalization. In order
to produce content with these characteristics, Kawamoto (2003) continues, digital journalists
have to acquire more and new skills in addition to the basics of what is considered traditionally
good journalism—“telling stories that are well researched, engaging, based on facts, accurate,
fair, balanced, carefully proofread, properly contextualized, ethical, an readable” (p. 25).
Digital journalism is revolutionizing journalism because it is affecting several aspects of
the practice of the profession but especially because it is challenging the boundaries of
journalism. The demands for new skills due to technological changes are important but not vital;
journalists have faced important technological changes before—the rotary printing press, the
telephone, the radio, and the television to mention a few—and have been successful in using
such technologies to their benefit. This time however, the new medium, the Internet, enables
individuals to create their own news sites and voice their concerns as never before (Bird, 2009).
Because of this, as McNair (2009) observes, “the production of journalism has been
decentralized and diversified. The authority of the traditional trained professional is under
challenge from gifted amateurs, be they bloggers from Gaza or Twitters in Mumbai” (p. 348).
The underlying question everyone is trying to answer is “what should be done to shape
this new landscape, to help assure that the essential elements of independent, original, and
credible news reporting are preserved?” (Downie & Schudson, 2009). Several alternatives are
being explored. Existing newspapers are contributing to each other, such as the Ohio News
Organization, where eight newspapers share several, more commercial, beats and compete only
in a few in order to devote more resources to investigative reporting. News organizations are
being created by journalists that were laid off or left print and broadcast, many report on their
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communities and are funded by a combination of donations, advertisement, and grants from large
foundations (Brennen, 2009) such as the Knight Foundation. Some others are experimenting with
a combination called “pro-am” (Downie & Schudson), such as ProPublica which is comprised of
a few professional editors and recruits volunteer citizen reporters across the country to collect the
information needed for their reports. The relatively cheap cost of websites and the combination
of somewhat free labor from students, has allowed some journalism colleges and universities to
start providing news services to their own newspapers or news sites and to private own
newspapers (Downie & Schudson).

1.2 Study
This is the environment where the new generation of journalists is forming. As part of the
Internet generation, journalism students share the habits and behaviors of the readers who are
moving away from print and traditional media, and, at the same time, they are being trained
under the old journalism model. —In the best case scenario, and if their educational
organizations are reacting and trying to catch up with the changes, they are learning new but
possibly ephemeral skills and experiencing the uneasiness of these times, which in turn is
affecting their rhetorical vision of the profession and its future, and changing their priorities in
the roles they perform.
As a multimedia instructor in a public university in the U.S. Southwest, I experience first
hand the confusion that this environment infuses on students and faculty. Our efforts to provide
students with the latest technology skills are usually obstructed by a lack of resources and
support. At the same time, our students, most of them bilingual, have to make extra efforts to
master some of the basics of journalism leaving little space to make progress on analysis and
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evaluation, less alone technology skills. As an educator of future journalist, I feel is my
responsibility to understand and know the obstacles and barriers that my students face in this
time of crisis. Therefore, the primary goal of this research is to analyze the narratives of
journalism students to determine the rhetorical ways —or communicative practices— in which
they articulate their identity as journalists. A secondary goal of this research is to analyze how
much the current transformation period, or crisis that journalism is undergoing, influences the
articulation of these identities and the preparation of their careers in journalism.
To accomplish this task the following major research questions are addressed:
RQ1: How do journalism students define a journalist?
RQ2: How do journalism students embrace their professional identity?
RQ3: How do journalism students shape their identities as journalists in order to
adapt to contemporary changes in journalism?
These questions illustrate the importance of not just rebuilding current journalist
identities, but also how future journalists are already creating those identities through their
university studies, internships, and other training programs that enable them to become
successful journalists in a dynamic news market and industry. Answers to these questions are
relevant for learning more about identity formation in professionals, and also for the academy
devoted to the development of better journalism.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

2.1 What is journalism?
Because the dominant model of journalism and its future are in discussion it would be
appropriate to review the definition(s) of journalism. According to Zelizer (2004) the term itself
“has been a sense of evolving crafts, routines, skills, and conventions that individuals and groups
tend to employ in news making.” (p. 22) Depending on the times and technological
developments, these elements have changed and evolved to what today refers to “reports, storytelling and commentaries in the public media about events and ideas as they occur. Its principle
elements are judgment—broadly speaking, news judgement—and reporting, language, narration,
and analysis” (Adam, as cited in Zelizer, 2004, p.23). However, Zelizer also insists that scholars
are divided about who has the authority to perform these elements. In a more conciliatory
attitude, McNair (2005) affirms that since the ‘invention’ of journalism, “it has been required to
be at least three things, often at the same time: (1) A supplier of the information required for
individuals and groups to monitor their social environments… (2) A resource for, support to and
often participant in public life and political debate—in liberal-democratic societies particularly,
the foundation of what Habermas famously called the public sphere... (3) A medium of
education, enlightenment and entertainment…” (p. 28) Nevertheless, McNair admits that
journalism can be many things, and depending on who defines it, it can go from a set of technical
skills to a noble profession. In short, the dynamic environment of contemporary journalism
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requires a rethinking of how audiences prefer to acquire information, access the public sphere,
and receive messages with educational or entertainment value.
Although the definition of journalism has many elements, given debates about the current
and future roles of journalism, there is general agreement on the dimensions that shape a
profession (Larson, 1977). These dimensions are (a) the cognitive dimension, that refers to the
“body of knowledge and techniques that professionals apply in their work, and on the training
necessary to master such knowledge and skills”; (b) the normative dimension that encompasses
“the service orientation of professionals, and their distinctive ethics, which justify the privilege
of self-regulation granted them by society”; and (c) the evaluative dimension that compares the
profession against others and the resulting highlighting of the profession’s “singular
characteristics of autonomy and prestige” (p. x). In the case of journalism, Singer (2003) asserts
that the only dimension that journalists can claim as conquered, is the normative dimension
because of their commitment to public service and “its demand for practitioner expertise” (p. 5).
Singer continues, by noting that “safeguarded by the First Amendment, U.S. journalists have
long claimed to provide a public service—not just to help individuals but to help democratic
society as a whole” (p. 6). Journalists often claim that this democratic function is a fundamental
role performed by journalists (Singer). In this sense, the roles that journalists perform become an
important part of the way they see themselves and therefore an important element in the
construction of their identity. Dunn (2004) confirms this idea that journalism does not
completely qualify as a profession, however, because it differs in the “marker” which it complies
with—a commitment to key professional norms. The other markers mentioned by Dunn are “a
set of competencies and knowledge that both define the professional and provide the foundation
to claim legitimacy;… a claim to disinterested public service; and finally, an expertise associated
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with specific credentials and/or professional experience that distinguishes professionals from
non-professionals” (p. 23).
A different approach to define journalism and the professionalization process is to
consider it as a “distinctly ideological development” according to Deuze (2005, p. 444) who also
states that the emergence of this ideology is a continuous process that helps define and refine a
communal idea of “who [is] a ‘real journalist, and what (parts of) news media at any time would
be considered examples of ‘real’ journalism.” (p. 444). Deuze reveals consensus among scholars
on the five values of this ideology of real journalism: public service, objectivity, autonomy,
immediacy, and ethics.
A third approach considers the roles that journalists perform in our society as the way
society, journalists included, define what journalism is. In this regard, Weaver, Beam, Browlee,
Voakes, and Whilhoit (2007) categorized the main roles of journalists as: interpretivist,
disseminator, adversary, and populist mobilizer; the most popular role being the interpretive role
which included “providing analysis and interpretation to complex problems, providing analysis
and interpretation of international developments, discussing national policy while it is being
developed, and investigating claims and statements made by the government.” (p. 130).
Although these approaches reveal some consensus on the definition of journalism and the
professional journalist, they have not taken into consideration the current crisis and its effects on
the perception of journalism’s future that journalists have. In this sense my research project
examines how the next generation of journalists creates and defines their own professional
identities within the changing face of journalism, especially in an increasingly digital era.
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2.2 The U.S. journalist
The typical U.S. journalist is a married White male just over 40 years old, who works for
a daily newspaper and very likely holds a bachelor’s degree, although not in journalism. That is
the statistical profile that Weaver et. al. (2007) built from their “2002 comprehensive national
survey of U.S. journalists” (p. vii). A journalist was defined as someone “who had responsibility
for the preparation or transmission of news stories or other timely information” (p. 256).
Reporters, writers, correspondents, editors, news announcers, columnists, photojournalists, and
editorial cartoonists were therefore included.
The number of women in newsrooms has increased from 20 percent in 1971 (Johnstone,
Slawski, & Bowman, 1976) to 33 percent in 2002 (Weaver et. al., 2007). Weaver et. al. highlight
that this growth is low given the “dramatic increase in women journalism students and increased
emphasis on hiring more women in journalism in the 1980s and 1990s.” (p. 6). A similar
phenomenon occurs with journalists with an ethnic or racial minority background. When
compared to the general U.S. adult population, minority journalists were far from represented. In
2002, African American journalists amounted to 3.7 percent of the total of journalists compared
to 12.7 percent of the adult population. Hispanics are even less represented as 3.3 percent of
journalists compared to 13.4 percent of the adult population.
According to Weaver et. al. (2007), there are four main reasons why journalists choose
this career: because they like the tasks involved in the job (40%), because is a profession that has
an important role in society (16%), because they were connected with the profession early in
their lives (20%) and finally, because they consider it an exciting profession (10%). It is
noticeable, according to Weaver et. al., that individuals that were attracted to journalism because
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of the tasks involved, mentioned that their love for writing was the main reason behind their
decision.
As mentioned above, the four journalistic functions or roles considered by participants in
this survey (Weaver et. al., 2007), were: interpretive, disseminator, adversarial and populist
mobilizer. The interpretive function is the one considered essential to journalistic life by most
journalists (67%). The perception of this role as essential has grown from 1992 when the
disseminator role was considered the most important. Weaver et. al. also mention that the best
predictor for choosing one role as preponderant is the organizational context of the journalist. In
this sense, “journalists working on large staffs tended to embrace the interpretive and adversarial
roles, whereas those at small news organizations embraced the populist mobilizer role. Also,
journalists working in the print media tended to endorse the adversarial and populist mobilizer
roles” (p.147).
Ethical perceptions of reporting practices are good indicators of ethics and values held by
journalists. According to Weaver et. al., a high percentage of journalists considered justifiable:
using confidential business or government documents without authorization (78%), using hidden
microphones or cameras (60%), getting employed in an organization to get inside information
(54%), and badgering an unwilling informant to get a story (52%).
Findings in relation to online journalists might appear off at this point of the development
in digital journalism, however, this is the only comprehensive survey in the last few years that
considers journalists’ backgrounds. As part of the results, Weaver et. al. state that there are fewer
journalists who belong to a racial minority (6.5%) among online journalists, and that online
journalists are more likely to be more educated (36%). It is noticeable that online journalists are
about the same age as the general group of journalists when the general perception would be that
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they are younger. Another national survey conducted by Bates and Sullivan of George
Washington University in September-October 2009, found that 56% of journalists “said social
media was important or somewhat important for reporting and producing the stories they wrote”
(p. 2). Nine out of ten journalists reported using blogs for their online research and two out of
three used social networking for their online research, which is very interesting because also 84
percent of journalists recognized that social networks are less reliable than traditional sources for
research.
It is important to notice that, in general, the profile of the U.S. journalist has not changed
much during the 1992-2002 decade according to Weaver et. al., except for a mild growth in the
presence of women in newsrooms. These surveys also do not report changes in the skills that
journalists have to master. This lack of change can reflect an aspect of the crisis in journalism,
journalists have not prepared for the changes in the industry in the last ten years due to the
advent of the Internet and the financial crisis.

2.3 Identity theory
The preponderance of roles and functions for the definition of a professional identity and
its relation to society makes identity theory relevant to the analysis of this research. According to
this theory, individuals “possess multiple identities because they occupy multiple roles, are
members of multiple groups, and claim multiple personal characteristics” (Burke & Stets, 2009,
p. 3) whose meanings are shared by the society they live in. In other words, individuals’
perceptions of self have different components called role identities corresponding to the role
positions in society they occupy (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995). Actions that people take to
“protect and verify their conceptions of who they are” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 5) establish
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patterns of behaviors that will become part of a social structure, which in turn is a collection of
these patterns of behaviors. This social structure —or society— in the form of role positions then
“provide a person with a sense of self meaning and influences social behavior through these rolerelated components of self” (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995, p. 259).
Identity theory draws from the writings of figures such as G.H. Mead, whose presentation
of an empirical self, a self that “is reflective, and conscious of the positioning of that self within
the broad framework of social relations through the operation of the imagination” (Woodward,
2002, p. 9) will lead to the ideas of agency in the process of identity formation. Identity theory
was developed from structural symbolic interaction, which believes that we can understand
behavior by “focusing on individuals’ definitions and interpretations of themselves, other and
their situations” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 33). In structural symbolic interaction there is an
emphasis on the existence of a fixed social structure that precedes the individual. This society or
social world is already organized and running when we come to live in it, and it is through our
parents and teachers that we learn to navigate through groups, networks and communities that
coexist in it. Once in society we learn to communicate through language and its symbolisms.
Language allows us to assign meaning to symbols and carry communication with ourselves and
others. “Thus, through the possibility to responding to oneself and one’s own thoughts, plans can
be made, action opportunities created, and the past remembered. Indeed, there is a tendency to
symbolize virtually everything that is important to us, in order, through thought and interaction,
to bring that which is symbolized under our control” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 11).
Interaction, another important concept in identity theory, involves language or symbolic
communication and implies that because we use symbols in our communication processes, the
interactions go beyond the communication between persons to the communication between
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“aspects of persons having to do with their roles in the groups or organizations: their identities”
(Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 12). Interactions involve agency and structure. Individuals arrive to a
society already structured and are given a set of roles that they have to perform depending on the
context; however, every individual can make decisions, exercise agency while performing these
roles, and make “behavioral choices and decisions through negotiation and compromise, conflict
and contention.” (Burke & Stets, p. 12)
An identity is comprised by four basic components: an input, an identity standard, a
comparator, and an output (Burke and Stets, 2009). “Each of these components is a process
dealing with meanings within the environment and within the self” (Burke and Stets, 2009, p.
62). These elements work together as a control system. The identity standard establishes the set
of expectations or roles that the individual has learnt about the identity he or she wants to
embrace. The inputs come from our perceptions of our environment and our interactions with it.
Once we perform an action and we perceived the effect in our counterparts (or other identities),
we compare the results to the identity standard and we decide if the results are satisfactory or not
which will force us, sometimes consciously and sometimes unconsciously, to correct our
behavior in order to get closer to the identity standard we are managing. This control process is
continuous and helps the individual to go through the identity-verification process that requires
conformity to society.
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Chapter 3
I am the future of journalism

Because digital journalism is a major influence in the current journalism revolution, or at least
the path that current journalism is gearing towards, it was only reasonable to look for journalism
students’ narratives online. A perfect opportunity arose when the company Publish2.com, part of
Publish2, Inc. a digital media company that promotes “journalism with high editorial standards,”
organized an online contest were participants were asked to write and essay and complete the
following statement: “I am the future of journalism because…” These essays from journalism
students from all over the country, allowed me access to narratives that reflected a general
agreement on the uncertainty of the future of journalism, but more important than that, I got
access to the new identities that journalism students are embracing in order to overcome this
uncertainty successfully. Through the use of fantasy-theme criticism, in this chapter I review
three themes that emerged from the analysis of the essays. These three themes —storyteller,
cyborg and Protean identity— reflect the changes in the priorities in the roles students believe
they have to perform in order to adapt to the dynamic journalism environments of nowadays.

3.1 Research approach and sample
As mentioned above, entries to a contest organized by media company Publish2.com in
2008 were collected and analyzed for this research. Entries to the contest were limited to 2,000
words and/or 60 seconds for a video or slideshow. All entries were made public as soon as they
were submitted and were available online at http://www.publish2.com/contest/contestants.php
until recently. For the purpose of this study, only entries that included text and were written by
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students or recent graduates were selected, which was 27 out of a total of 38 entries. To protect
student identity, I have listed each participant by a code, ranging from P1 to P27. Although their
entries are available publicly, listing their names for the purposes of this study was not
necessary.
In order to get insight into the communication strategies of journalists, Ernest Bormann’s
symbolic convergence theory was used as an analytical framework for qualitative interpretive
analysis of the fantasy themes that are present in the journalists’ entries. Symbolic convergence
theory was selected because of its two major assumptions, as explained by Foss (2009),
“communication creates reality” (p. 97) and that the meanings that individuals assign to symbols
used in the articulation of this reality “can converge to create a shared reality or community
consciousness” (p. 97). According to Bormann, as cited by Foss (2009), individuals that
recognize themselves as having a common reality “have experienced the same emotions; they
have developed the same attitudes and emotional response to the personae of the drama; and they
have interpreted some aspect of their experience in the same way” (p.98).
The basic unit of analysis in symbolic convergence theory and fantasy-theme criticism is
the fantasy theme; where fantasy becomes an interpretation of the events shared by the
community, and the fantasy theme itself is the “means through which the interpretation is
accomplished in communication.” A fantasy theme could be “a word, phrase or statement that
interprets events in the past, envision events in the future, or depicts current events that are
removed in time and/or space from the actual activities of the group” (Foss, 2009, p. 98). In this
research project, the fantasy themes were derived from the actions or roles that journalist
expressed that had to perform in order to face the uncertain future that journalism was facing.
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Using excerpts from participants’ entries, I will argue that the rhetorical vision shared by
journalists includes three preponderant roles: storyteller, cyborg and Proteus.

3.2 About the future of journalism: setting and character themes
The setting theme and the character theme were established by the format of the contest since
participants were asked to complete the phrase “I am the future of journalism because…”. This
phrase forced participants to put themselves in the context of the future of journalism and, at the
same time, to explain what made them part of that future. This type of setting is not unfamiliar to
Bormann’s symbolic convergence theory, because fantasies are considered “dramatizations of
events not in the here-and-now experience of speaker and listeners” (1982, p. 134). The fantasy
themes that emerged in the analysis were therefore derived by the variations in the action
themes; in other words, by the different roles that journalists said they had to perform in order to
successfully overcome the vicissitudes that future might present.
Even though this setting, the future, constrained the participants’ responses, the essays
reveal a shared vision of that future. Expressions such as “nobody knows what the future holds”
were common and are understandable due to the nature of future. However, if we add to that the
acceptance of a troubled present, we will have a broader view of the setting. Some participants
recognized that the news industry is “changing” and even “collapsing.” Others recognized that
the antagonisms between the Internet and newspapers, and between economics and technology,
are responsible for the current situation of the news industry. For example, one participant wrote:
Times are changing, and journalists are scared… Running for cover… I know that
publishers are panicky as their business models are being forced to change. (P10)
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3.3 Major categories of analysis
3.3.1 Journalists as storytellers
Journalists include themselves in a long tradition of storytellers that includes poets, minstrels,
and others (Lule, 2001) and since the 1960’s the use of literary techniques was officially
accepted in journalism due to the work of Tom Wolfe and Gay Talese who successfully
integrated these techniques giving their stories a more literary approach to areas already covered
by mainstream media. This vision of the journalist as a storyteller was confirmed as shared
among the participants in the contest; however, it had an additional spin because participants
considered that the role of storyteller is so important that a journalist of the future has to perform
in order to be successful:
Being a journalist of the future means using the tools to expand your capacity to
tell the world’s most important stories. (P8)

Therefore, the importance of this role in this rhetorical vision does not reside in its novelty, its
importance then resides in the preponderance given to this role in this rhetorical vision.
According to a national survey among journalists conducted in 2002 by Weaver et. al., the role
that journalists recognized as “essential to journalistic life” was the interpretive role which
includes “providing analysis and interpretation of complex problems, providing analysis and
interpretation of international developments, discussing national policy while it is still being
developed, and investigating claims and statements made by the government” (p. 141). This
‘essential role,’ therefore, differs from the one shared by this group of journalists that believe
that they can be the “person who will take the time to listen to [people] and then try to show their
message to the world” (P16).
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The recent development of new forms of journalism that emphasize public participation,
such as community journalism, might be one explanation. According to research conducted by
Ivancin and Schaffer (2009), “community journalism is evolving as an exercise in participation
not merely as observation. Participation can include commenting and discussion, unraveling
news tips, nudging the community to address needs or show up at events, exchanging banter and
sharing observations” (p. 5). Another reason argued by Jarvis (2009) is that now journalists like
to be in control of the story and claim possession of it, “by taking the role of storyteller,
journalists claim a position at the center of the story. They also claim possession: It’s my story to
tell.” This more relevant presence of the journalist can be identified in expressions such as:
I can tell the stories of those who need to be heard. (P16)
I can tell the stories that will make the masses think and never forget. (P23)

The students’ narratives in this study reveal the importance that storytelling has in shaping their
identities as journalists. It reflects this identity through the position they look forward to acquire
in the society they live in. Through the role of storyteller they position themselves as a voice in
the community, a voice that knows about the needs of the community and that know how to
communicate those needs in order to be heard.

3.3.2 Journalists as cyborgs
Technology is getting more and more ubiquitous in our daily lives, but in the journalists’
rhetorical vision, the need to master it as a means to be a successful journalist is now ingrained in
their minds to such an extent that they are considering technology as becoming part of their
physical bodies. One of the participants wrote explicitly about this journalist’s role:
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I’m the future of journalism because I’m one of the first prototypes in a
distinguished new line: the cyborg reporter. The future of journalism can’t be just
about the technology, or even just about learning how to publish in any medium.
It’s about hooking networks and technology up to centuries-old ethics and
practices: becoming a cyborg. (P12)

A formal definition establishes cyborgs as cybernetic organisms, a “hybrid of machine and
organism” (Haraway, 1990, p. 190). As important cultural icons of the 20th century (Clark,
2003), cyborgs are present in popular culture and academia. And, according to González (1995),
they have appeared at historical “moments of radical social and cultural change” (p. 270),
moments when a regular human body does not satisfy the needs of the individual. Given that this
is a time of dramatic change in the news industry, it makes sense that journalists would like to
see themselves as capable of “combining tech-saaviness… with the traditional skills of the
journalist” (P26); or “combining the old school journalism skills with technology skills” (P11).
Clark’s vision (2003) of humans as natural-born cyborgs will support this rhetorical vision,
because “the distinctive feature of human intelligence is precisely their ability to enter into deep
and complex relationships with non-biological constructs, props, and aids” (p. 5). In other words,
there is no need of cybernetic or mechanical implants in order to be considered a cyborg, because
our use of some technology has become such an essential part of our daily life and problemsolving systems that we can no longer function without this technology. They have become an
extension of ourselves.

19

However interesting, there is a dark side in this rhetorical vision. A cyborg could be seen
as an enhanced human, a super man or woman, and therefore the risk of assuming a position of
superiority is present and tangible:
Give me a camera, a recorder, or even just a notepad, and I will tell you the story
of the world. (P16).

This statement might sound naive and idealist, but at the same time might hide a paternalist and
superior view of the profession. Haraway (1990) ironically called cyborgs “the illegitimate
offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism” (p. 193). The presence of the cyborgical
element on these student journalists narratives, might mean that there is the presence of an air of
superiority in the formation of their professional identities due to their technological savviness.

3.3.3 Journalists as a reinvention of Proteus
The god Proteus in Greek mythology, a minor god son of Poseidon, was capable of
changing shapes at will. According to the Odyssey (edition of Squillace, 2003), Menelao plot
with Proteus’s daughter, Eidothea, to capture him in order to ask him how could he find a way
home and to know what the future was holding for him. Eidothea warned Menelao about Proteus
shape-shifting faculties, so he was able to capture him but not before Proteus changed from lion
to serpent, to leopard, to boar, to cascading water, and finally, to a leafy tree. The adjective
‘protean’, then, refers to this capacity to assume different forms. Philosopher Eduardo Nicol
(1981) argues that the adjective was created using Proteus and not Zeus or Poseidon (other gods
capable of shape shifting), because he was the only god that would do it as a technique and not
for pleasure as in other cases. This fantasy theme was chosen because of the multiple instances
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that the ideas of adaptation, flexibility and transformation were present in the essays. A good
example would be this comment by one of the participants:
…the journalist of the future needs to be prepared to morph into whatever the
story requires…(P3)

This participant’s response makes explicit this need for the journalist to be able to adapt and take
the form that the future will demand from him or her. Furthermore, this fantasy theme reveals a
shared attitude towards the ideal journalist. According to Nicol (1981), Proteus only needs his
will in order to change because he is a god; men and women, however, do not have it as easy:
“the metamorphosis requires choice in both cases [Proteus and humans], but in man’s case, the
chosen form was not available in advance, it has to be forged” (my translation, p. 37). This
notion of forging their own shape(s) was present in the essays in the form of a list of functions
and positions participants mentioned they will be able to perform, such as: writer, photographer,
videographer, blogger, networker, editor, video editor, producer, web designer, project manager,
online content creator, among others.
Another characteristic of the protean nature is that is not timid but “adventurous and
brave” (Nicol, 1981, p. 7), and was also present in the rhetorical vision of the group:
I am the future of journalism because I understand that [it] is changing and the
best journalists will be flexible, dynamic and excited about its future. (P10)

This dynamism and excitement could be tied to an evaluation that Hall (1996) made about the
ways organizational careers will change in the 21st century. He anticipates that individuals will
drive their careers and reinvent them from time to time in order to adapt to the changes of the
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environment. He called this “protean careers of the 21st century” (p. 8). In his vision, a
successful professional profile would be of those that change from “know-how to those with
learn-how” (p. 10). In the 21st century, Hall adds, professional careers will be measured by
“continuous learning and identity changes” (p. 9).
These identity changes are present in the rhetorical vision of this group of journalists and
it is supported by the characteristics that Lifton (1999) assigns to the protean self: sequential,
simultaneous, and social. One participant wrote:
Something that I have worked hard to develop in my own work is journalism as a
conversation between myself, the audience, and other journalists. I try to keep my
various Internet personas as open to anyone who wants to contact me as
possible…(P5)

This quote reveals all three characteristics of the protean self. It is sequential because it is
compose of “a changing series of involvements with people, ideas, and activities”; it is
simultaneous because of the “multiplicity of varied, even antithetical images and ideas held at
any one time by the self, each of which it maybe more or less ready to act upon”; and it is social
because “in any given environment—office, school, or neighborhood—one may encounter
highly varied forms of self-representation” (p. 8).
The students’ narratives found in these essays show an understanding of the challenges
that the news industry is facing, and an agreement in the uncertainty of its future. Students share
a common vision of high demands in the industry for professionals that can adapt to changes
fluidly. Students then embrace roles that reveal the need to go beyond their physical bodies and
their human attributes in order to succeed in this future. The cyborg and the protean self are a
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clear illustration of this and also a proof that students embrace this future with optimism and
excitement.
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Chapter 4
Not There Yet: U.S.-Southwest students’ struggles to be prepared for the future

In this chapter I focus on the narratives of students in the public university I work as a
multimedia instructor. The main objective of this part of the research was to obtain the
journalism students’ narratives that would allow access to their identity building processes. In
order to obtain those narratives, this study applied several facets of qualitative research in a quest
for the “rich description” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) that could only be derived from the students’
own words. The focus group sessions and the answers to a questionnaire revealed that students
embrace an expert-objective disseminator and a “voice of the voiceless” roles as journalists.
These qualitative methods also revealed that the identity-verification process is the most
important when founding their professional identities.
Along the research several important differences between this group and the group
presented in chapter three emerged. Even though the acceptance of an uncertain future was
present as well as the need to adopt a Protean identity, this group of students does not recognize
the importance of acquiring technical skills or the imminence of the changes in the industry’s
demands. I argue that these differences are mainly due to the literacy background of the students
and the inadequate preparation offered to them at the university.

4.1 Research approach
Students’ stories were obtained from questionnaires, focus group interviews, individual
interviews, and ethnographic observation of journalism classes after obtaining IRB approval.
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Qualitative interviews were selected as the research method for this project because they
facilitate the understanding of “native conceptualizations of communication” (Lindlof & Taylor,
2002, p. 174), and because they help collect narratives that allow access to the personal world of
the narrator (Foss, 2009), and, at the same time, because of its natural “made up” (Watson, 2006,
p. 511) structure, that reveals the choices made by the narrator to represent his or her point of
view.
The research setting was a large public university in the U.S. Southwest, more
specifically the department of Communication where I work as a multimedia instructor for the
course Applied Online Magazine and also as the webmaster for an online magazine administered
by the same department. A questionnaire with open-ended questions (see Appendix B) was used
because it allowed the possibility to ask about specific concepts and ideas related to journalism
to a wider audience. The questionnaire was given in core journalism classes such as Writing for
Mass Media, Investigative Journalism, Video and Audio Production, and News Editing. The
reason for using the focus group technique was to observe group interaction on a topic. “Group
discussions provide direct evidence about similarities and differences in the participants’
opinions and experiences as opposed to reaching such conclusions from post hoc analysis of
separate statements from each interviewee” (Morgan, 1997, p. 10). In this way, the researcher
could identify points of agreement regarding definitions, approaches to subjects, common goals
and, in general, identify a group vision of the future of the field. In addition to that, the group
interaction facilitated the articulation and identification of experiences that were considered more
relevant than others in terms of identity construction.
I performed as a moderator of the focus group interviews by asking participants to
elaborate more on the concepts or definitions provided on the questionnaire, and by asking
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follow up questions without leading students to provide specific responses to the research
questions presented in this study. Focus group interviews were conducted on three separate days
with a different group of students participating in each session. The size of each focus group was
limited to six participants with three students participating in the first session, five in the second
session, and six in the third and last session. All meetings were taped and subsequently
transcribed.
Ethnographic observation was used to identify certain patterns of behavior and reactions
to professional challenges in a class setting. My activities as teaching assistant and multimedia
instructor facilitated daily contact with aspiring journalists, and provided plenty of opportunity to
perform qualitative interviews. Individual interviews were conducted only when considered
necessary to ask more in depth questions on certain behaviors or follow up questions that were
not addressed during the focus groups.
It is important to mention that the journalism program at this university recently merged
its traditional print media and electronic media majors into a new multimedia journalism major.
The merge involved several changes in the curricula and the integration of the production of an
online magazine as part of the core courses. The changes were intended to bring the journalism
major to the forefront of journalism schools.

4.2 Sample
A convenience sampling method was used in the present research. A journalism student
was defined as a student registered for the multimedia journalism program either as a major or as
a minor at the moment of the study. A total of 60 journalism students responded to the
questionnaire and 14 of those students also participated in one of the three sessions of focus
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groups. Ages of the participants ranged from 20 to 46 years old; 25 identified themselves as
males and 35 as females. When asked about what ethnicity they identify with, students’
responses were: Hispanic (37), Mexican-American (8), Mexican (4), Chicano/a (3), AfricanAmerican (2), Latino/a (2), and other (4). To protect student identity, I have listed each
participant by a code, ranging from A1 to A60.
I asked all participants to read and sign the mandatory documentation approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) which included a consent form (see Appendix A). Following
IRB procedures, participants were informed of the voluntary aspect of their participation and that
it could be terminated at any moment of the focus group session. The participants were also
informed that their participation will remain confidential and anonymous. They were also
informed that the sessions will be recorded and were asked not to mention their names or other
participants’ names to avoid any possibility of identification. They were assured that the
recordings were going to be released only for academic and research purposes and only if they
consented to that. All participants stated that they understood their rights and none of them left
the sessions until the end of them.

4.3 Focus groups
Data collection during focus groups consisted of a semi-structured interview process with
the participation of journalism students. Participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire (see
Appendix B) as a way to collect their ideas on what a journalist is, what skills are the most
important to master, and what they thought about the future of journalism.
To start the focus group discussions, students were asked if they identified themselves as
journalists. If their answer was no, then the researcher asked to explain what was it that they feel
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they needed in order to call themselves a journalist. If the answer was yes, then the students were
asked to narrate the time or moment when they realized or embraced that identity. Students were
also asked to share anecdotes or experiences that they considered very important in their careers
as journalists. Finally, they were asked to comment on the changes that the field was going
through and how they felt about it. Each session lasted for about one hour and twenty minutes,
which is the length of a regular class session.

4.4 Major categories of analysis
Data analysis started with the transcription of answers to the questionnaire and the focus
groups audio recordings. McCracken’s (1988) observation that researchers who do their own
transcriptions risk frustration and unwanted familiarity with the data was taken in consideration
at all times to avoid affecting the research, however, due to a limitation in resources for this
project, the researcher produced all transcriptions.
After all the data was transcribed, a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was
used to analyze it. Open coding and in vivo coding (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002) were the first steps
to create as many categories as possible from the texts and, following Lindlof & Taylor’s
recommendation (p. 219), I felt “free to consider the meanings of words, phrases, sentences, and
larger expressive or dialogical units on an equal basis.” The next steps in grounded theory,
integration and dimensionalization, were applied to the first group of categories of rhetorical
discourse in an attempt to find common concepts, ideas, definitions, visions and identity building
processes. The final categories then were revealed as: journalists as expert disseminators,
journalists as voice of the voiceless, building identity through interpellation, and Protean
identities to keep up with the future.
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4.4.1 Journalists as expert-objective disseminators
Since the early 1970’s with a comprehensive national study of U.S. news people
conducted by John Johnstone there has been a consistent survey on U.S. journalists’
“backgrounds, education and training, careers, working patterns, and attitudes about their jobs,
their roles, and their responsibilities.” (Weaver et. al., 2007, p. vii) Weaver et al reports that
across all surveys there is agreement on the four functions recognized as important in the
“journalistic belief system” (p. 141): interpretive, disseminator, adversarial, and populist
mobilizer.
A disseminator, according to surveys conducted in 1992 (Weaver & Wilhoit) and 2002
(Weaver et. al.), takes care of “getting information to the public quickly” and “concentrate[s] on
news that’s of interest to the widest possible audience” (Weaver et al, 2007, p.142 ). In addition
to that, as pointed by Tuchman (1978), “by seeking to disseminate information that people want,
need, and should know, news organizations both circulate and shape knowledge.” (p. 2) This
vision of a journalist was the most present in the narratives of the journalism students that were
the subject of this research as can be illustrated in the following statement:
A journalist is someone who wants to be the eyes and ears for many people. A
person who wants to communicate and inform other people. Someone who can be
in a place that other person can’t access and that is also willing on telling other
people what is going on.(A26)
The importance of keeping up with events and developments not only in one’s community but
around the world is present in the rhetorical discourse of the participants, moreover, is the idea of
the journalist who is in charge of helping everyone to achieve this:
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I think of a person who is tracking down issues within the community, the nation,
or the world to inform others through publication because he/she feels that these
issues affect others and they deserve to know what is out there because we all
cannot be in a million places at once. (A5)

Someone who takes time out of their day to inform others/their community about
news, events and other things going on in their area and around the world. (A19)

In the students narratives journalists must have two important characteristics in order to fulfill
the disseminator role. First, a journalist must be an expert in the topic or beat to cover, should be
“very well informed about any subject… (A6)”, “well aware of political and social issues in
society … (A29)” and do “research on a topic till… know[ing] it inside and out. (A8)” Second, a
journalist has “the greatest duty to remain objective” (A55) and should be “an honest person who
works everyday to objectively inform the public of things that can potentially affect their daily
lives” (A49).
The rhetorical vision of the expert-objective disseminator then coincides with one of the
traditional journalist roles as presented in the studies mentioned previously. However, the
disseminator role is not the preponderant role among U.S. journalists. According to Weaver et.
al., the interpretive function “remained the strongest perception among American journalists in
2002. As in 1982-1983 and 1992, most journalists perceived the interpretive role as essential to
journalistic life” (p. 141). The interpretive role refers basically to the activity of providing
analysis and interpretation to complex issues, developments, policies, among others (Weaver et.
al., 2007). Even though critical thinking is present in the students’ lists of important skills for a
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journalist to acquire, the application of critical thinking to the analysis of problems or to provide
context to facts is absent on their visions of the journalists’ roles.
Hallin (2006) offers a possible explanation to the adoption of the objective disseminator
role. In 1992 Hallin argued that since the 1960’s the role of journalists were changing and what
he called the “high modernism” (p. 16) of American journalism was passing. The high
modernism was an era when “the historically troubled role of the journalist seemed fully
rationalized, when it seemed possible for the journalist to be powerful and prosperous and at the
same time independent, disinterested, public-spirited, and trusted and beloved by everyone…”
Hallin (1992) argues that collapse of political consensus after the 1960’s and the intensification
of economic competition shaken the profession of journalism providing a path for partisanship in
the media in the 1990’s. “Since the 1990’s it has become increasingly clear that the reemergence
of partisan media is one of the most important forces straining the unity and identity of
journalism.” (Hallin, 2006) Since then there has been nostalgia for the “high modernist” period
of American journalism, which might explain the presence of this role among student journalis;
but Hallin (2006) warns that that period belongs to an era that can not be recreated and that
journalists must review and come up with a solution according to the current political and social
situation in journalism.

4.4.2 Journalists as voice of the voiceless
This rhetorical vision was provided by students as is, in other words, they identified
themselves as those who could give voice to the voiceless:
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I see it [journalism] as a way to give voice to the voiceless. It would give me the
opportunity to see the world thru different persons’ eyes so that I can help them
voice their stories and concerns... (A2)

[A journalist is] someone who informs those that were not present of the events
that took place. Most importantly, someone that can speak for those who are
unable to. The voice of the voiceless. (A4)

Even though not all students used that specific metaphor, they mentioned similar tropes such as
being the “voice of the community” (A32) or the person who is in charge to “illuminate certain
issues important to the community” (A13).
If we consider Kenneth Burke’s “interactive, mutually defining relations between
linguistic forms and social contexts” (Crocker, 1977, p. 37), the use of this metaphor —being the
voice of the voiceless— reveals the position of the participants towards a social situation and,
furthermore, this position “summarizes its moral essence in such a way as to define possible
actions” (p.37). Therefore, we can say that participants not only identify persons or communities
that do not possess the capability of expressing their problems or concerns but, in addition to
that, participants take on themselves the responsibility of representing these communities. This
study then becomes relevant due to the special circumstances of the U.S. Southwest/Mexico
border where racial profiling, poverty, illegal border crossing, drug trafficking, feminicides, and
the abuse to campesinos abound. Are the students of this region in some way sensitized by these
characteristics of the place where they live? Or is it a consequence of the “current deep crisis of
traditional American journalism” (Soffer, 2009, p. 485)? Soffer argues that post-modernist
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communication theories, the advent of New Journalism, but mostly because of the increasing
presence of public journalism, also known as civic journalism, journalists are moving from a
“monologic professional voice” towards reflecting the polyphony of voices that a society is.
According to Soffer’s analysis, journalists are moving away from the ideal of “objective news”
where they played the role of distant observer and treated people as sources, and are now
embracing a dialogical model where they are listeners and discussion enablers, or as Tom
Rosenstiel, director of the Project for Excellence in Journalism, calls it: forum leaders (as cited
by Hermida, 2008).
There is an important warning by Haraway (1992) regarding representation, which is
what students’ narratives transpire when assuming the voice-to-the-voiceless role. Haraway
argues that “authorship rests with the representator, even as he claims independent object status
for the represented.” (p. 313) Therefore the author substitutes his or her world models and beliefs
to express what he or she considers is what is troubling the represented. Haraway then proposes
articulation instead of representation. She argues that through social interaction we can create
knowledge-building practices that go beyond the represented and “the expert as their
ventriloquist.” (p. 313). This is a fine line that students might find difficult to make conscious but
that should be trained to overcome.
It is noticeable that both, apparently opposite, roles —expert-objective disseminator and
voice to the voiceless— are present in participants’ rhetorical visions. I attribute this to the
current paradigm-shifting situation of journalism that allows the co-existence of two different
visions of the roles that a journalist should carry on. However, is more important the fact that the
educational environment where these students are trained as professionals, allows and maybe
contributes to this phenomena.
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4.4.3 Identity building through identity-verification
If we revise symbolic interaction theory this co-existence of opposite roles is possible.
According to Burke and Stets (2009) a role “is the set of expectations tied to a social position
that guide people’s attitudes and behaviors” (p. 114). The expectations come both from the
individual and from the society where the individual interacts, therefore individuals are socially
trained in the notion of what it means to be a student of journalism and a journalist. This set of
expectations will eventually become part of the professional identity of the individual but not
before going through a process of idiosyncratic selection. In other words, through life
experiences and mentors’ examples, individuals make personal choices about what elements
should be part of this set of expectations.
Roles are then an important part of what will become the professional identity of the
journalism student but are not yet the identity itself. Following symbolic interactionists,
professional identity is a “representation of the self to the others” (Costello, 2005, p. 31).
Individuals then have to make a conscious performance of the professional roles to others,
“realizing a professional identity by mastering performance situations” (Costello, p. 31). The
professional identity then is acquired or built through the practice of the profession.
The narratives of participants of this study confirmed the importance of performing as
journalists. When asked if they considered themselves journalists, the participants that responded
positively mentioned how the practice provided them with the feeling of accomplishment as
journalists. The elements of the practice that they mentioned included the preparation for the
story and carrying with the research, interviewing and production of stories:
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I feel like I am a journalist... I was willing to risk my life and I did, I took my
camera and I interviewed drug dealers and interviewed people… I like how it
feels getting the story out. (A43)

Other students considered that the interactions in the work place had a greater impact on helping
them feeling as journalists:
During the first internship… That’s when it felt really concrete for me… When I
was in the newsroom reporting for a daily newspaper. (A50)

And other students how over time and after producing stories, they had developed a general state
of mind of a journalist:
I think it is about the research, is about the time that you put into it, about the
ways you are perceiving the world in terms of what do I need to get out there,
what is it that my story is going to be about…(A2)

However, the narratives of the students also showed that, even though performing as journalists
is important to the construction of the professional identity, it is through interaction and
verification that journalism students strengthen their professional identity as journalists. The
following narrative is a clear example of the process of building a journalist professional
identity:
I consider myself a journalist... Whenever I was held accountable to the public
and myself and editors and staff, it wouldn’t be so much as being published… But
it was before that… It was the actual going out, preparing the interview, doing the
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research it’s that’s when I knew ‘oh, wow, I’m in this. I’m doing this for real.’
Like I said I’m being held accountable, I have to have certain amount of integrity,
I can’t mess up I have to be very factual and accurate. And then it’s when I
realize: the power that I have now and people are going to be looking to these
facts and stories and they’re going to be relying on that information. So, even
before I even wrote my first story I realize well I’m a journalist and then after…
It’s a very sentimental feeling seeing it… And then to having someone to respond
to it is the best when you realize: this person is looking at me. They’re now seeing
me as a journalist as opposed to how I see myself in the mirror, but now other
people are seeing me as a journalist as well. (A1)

The identity-verification process “means that perceptions of the person in the situation are
consistent with the person’s identity standard meanings” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 116). In other
words, individuals confirm their professional identity through the feedback they receive while
performing or exercising the roles that their profession involves, and, at the same time, they
establish a set of roles they should perform. Students participating in this research confirmed that
they established a basic performance as journalists:
When people are reading your article, they see you as a journalist and you have to
take on that responsibility of being able to be held responsible for your work.(A5)

In addition to that, symbolic interactionism states that identity is “a conscious phenomenon over
which an individual has agency” (Costello, 2005, p. 31). However, in the participants’ narratives
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the confirmation of the identity appeared more as a discovery than as a conscious choice as this
testimony shows:
Was this small story [I wrote] when there was the transition to digital TV… I
wrote the story and… the next day people started calling me to ask me how to
install the thing, and then was when I felt like that was a responsibility because
they were calling and telling me exactly what I wrote, how it was, how much, the
coupon thing and that was like my first story so that’s when I really felt [as a
journalist]. It wasn’t very serious but it was a huge responsibility for me. (A44)

Students’ narratives comply with the identity building process established by identity theory.
Students recognized the importance of the practice of the tasks attached to the profession to help
them feel like journalists. However, through the focus groups sessions I could recognize the
importance of the identity-verification process on the reinforcement of their professional
identities. Receiving feedback from readers and confirming that others have read their stories
provided a confidence that was more relevant for them.

4.4.4 Protean identities to keep up with the future
Protean identities present in the essays analyzed in chapter three, were also present in the
narratives of participants analyzed in this chapter. As in the former, in this group there were also
multiple instances of the ideas of adaptation, flexibility and transformation:
You have to [keep up] especially with software, technology, video cameras. As a
journalist you have to be updating at certain time because each newsroom will
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have certain software or preference for certain technology. Even the most simple,
like Mac vs. PC. You really have to adapt to everything…(A48)

Nicol’s (1987) notion of individuals exercising the agency of forging their own shape is also
present. In other words, students identify what they want to be and make a conscious decision of
acquiring the characteristics of the professional they want to be:
My specialty is print but if I stick to print, I have the feeling that is going to be a
very hard time to get a job no matter my skills because there’s been a saturation of
good writers and now they’re looking for other skills. So I’m now planning on
developing new ways of putting myself out because is not just my writing. I have
to be multifaceted. (A1)

As in the group in chapter three, the dynamism that Hall (1996) observes that is present on
professional careers of the 21st century is also present in this group of students’ narratives:
There are some things I already know I want to learn and something I know I will
be expected to, either know or learn how to deal with, whenever I switch
newsrooms. So it’s just like being a chameleon, you have to constantly change
and adapt to the environment or you are not going to survive. That I know for
sure. (A50)

However, there are two important differences in the protean identities of this group. First, there is
no excitement or enthusiasm about embracing the uncertainty of the future and the changes in the
field:
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We have to keep up a fuerzas. (A46)

As a journalist I will never have the excuse to be grumpy about computers
because I have to keep up on keeping up… you know. (A45)

It’s going to come with a lot of hard work to manage all those skills… It’s kind of
like a fear but at the same time it kinda pushes me to try to do better because I’m
expecting that since day one.(A5)

Students’ expressions such as “by force”, “keeping up”, and “a lot of hard work” reflect their
attitudes towards the flexibility that they know will be expected from them as professionals.
Students know they have to adapt and accept the fact, but it is not with excitement that they do it.
Second, there is no sense of urgency or imminence with respect to the need of acquiring
the technical skills that the industry is requiring:
I think we are on the verge… In a few years is going to be mandatory but since
we just started I guess the time we are studying it is about the writing… and the
field skills that we need. As far as I think computers and technology part of it is
being introduced to us right now and we know is going to be mandatory but right
now is not…(A4)

Students’ assumption that they can postpone training in technical skills and the absence of
urgency in their narratives reflects an important aspect of their vision of the future. They know
the future will demand more from them, they recognize the need to adopt a shape-shifting
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identity in order to perform successfully, but they do not feel the need to prepare now and be
ready when the future catches up with them. They also feel the need to master basic skills first
and feel overwhelmed about it. I consider their bilingualism as an important cause of this
problem as well as the low levels of literacy in the region. Students in this group, as in general in
the population of this public university, have to work full time jobs in order to pay for their
education. This should be taken as a call for attention to us, educators, so we can device
pedagogical strategies to facilitate mastering of basic skills in journalism while at the same time
infuse students with the excitement and training in technical skills that the industry is expecting
from them now.
The narratives of this group of students are a reflection of the convoluted times that journalism is
undergoing. Students defined what a journalist should be through roles that seem opposed but
that do reflect the co-existence of journalistic paradigms that survive these days. Their narratives
also established that an external confirmation of their performance as journalists is needed in
order to fortify their professional identity. Recognition of what they do from others, especially
readers, has a great impact in their self-esteem and in the reassurance they need to reinforce their
professional identities. Students also recognized the importance of adopting a protean identity to
become successful journalists in these times, however, they do not feel any urgency in acquiring
the technical skills that the industry is demanding.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions

In my daily interactions with journalism students I have been a witness to their struggles on
building and reinforcing their professional identities. Their struggles are of course part of the
regular path to adulthood, the soul searching that every individual has to do in order to find their
place in this world. However, I have also observed especial characteristics in my students that
prompted this research. Most of my students are shy and insecure, and are also overwhelmed
working full time jobs to pay for college. But all of this can be overcome with one story. Some
times is that the only thing it takes to make them flip. Seeing their first story published, their
name in the byline and people commenting in what they wrote makes such an impact, that I can
see how their faces change and their bodies enlarge filled with pride and confidence. As an
educator I have to be able to device pedagogical strategies to promote these changes and help
students to acquire the self-confidence they need sooner. In order to do that, however, I needed
to understand in a more profound way how students see their profession and how they build their
professional identity, therefore the goals of this study were to determine the rhetorical ways —or
communicative practices— in which journalism students articulate their identity as journalists
and to analyze how much the current changes that the field of journalism is undergoing,
influence the articulation of these identities and the preparation of their careers in journalism.
What follows then is a response to the research questions posed in this study.
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RQ1: How do journalism students define a journalist?
The two groups of journalism students observed for the purposes of this study had
similarities and differences in their rhetorical visions of what a journalist should be. The first
group, comprised by students from all over the country, revealed in their essays that they
consider journalists to be cyborg storytellers who have the mission to tell the most important
stories of the world, and in order to be able to do it, they have to embrace technology in a way
that becomes part of their physical bodies. The second group, all students from the same
multimedia journalism program in a university in the Southwest, presented two rhetorical visions
of what a journalist should be: an expert-objective disseminator and the person able to give voice
to the voiceless.
The rhetorical visions of the storyteller and the voice of the voiceless reveal the influence
of one of the current tendencies in journalism: the new dialogic approach to the stories. Soffer
(2009) argues that “instead of seeking to document a true, fixed reality,” (p. 485) journalists are
listening and reflecting on different stories and therefore, different versions of possible realities.
Journalists are now abandoning their positions as objective observers and are getting more
participative within their communities.
There is a different shade in these two apparently similar versions of a journalist and it is
based on the preeminence given to the journalist. In the first group, the journalist appropriates
the story and takes a central part in it. Is it true that the emphasis made by the students was on
finding the stories that were more important to the general welfare of the community. Still, it is
the journalist who decides what stories, and it is his or her voice that tells the story. In the second
group, the preeminence is placed on the community, the people who have negated the possibility
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of telling their troubles. Yes, it is still the journalist who decides what voices are worth listening
but then he or she lends his or her voice so that community can be listened to.
What does this difference tell us about these groups of students? The analysis of the rest
of the rhetorical visions of what a journalist is should allow a bigger picture of the difference
between these two groups of students. The rhetorical vision of the cyborg is present only in the
first group. Students in the second group barely mentioned the need to master technology as part
as their identity building process. The latter was also more focused on writing, what they
considered the core of journalism: “First and foremost is writing skills then followed by
interviewing skills then everything else falls into place” (A15). If we also consider that this
group made the rhetorical vision of the expert-objective disseminator a relevant one in their
narratives, we can complete a picture where mastering the basics of journalism is the most
important task at hand. The disseminator role is considered important to the journalism practice;
however, it is a role that supports the basics of the profession. Other roles, such as the
interpretivist or the adversarialist assume that the journalist has covered the basics and go further
to analyze and challenge the information presented to him or her.
Further research would need to be done to distinguish the causes for this phenomenon.
However, I can advance that the first group of students is a good sample of early adopters
gathered due to the presence of the contest, and the second group is more representative of the
majority of journalism students country wide. The educational setting is also responsible for
making emphasis on traditional roles. We can conclude, however, that the roles of the journalist
are being defined by a complex, and sometimes overwhelming, interaction among new media
technologies, professional practices, and societal factors. And during this time of transition, old
or traditional roles coexist with new ones.
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RQ2: How do journalism students embrace their professional identity?
The narratives of the students in the fourth chapter allowed an analysis of the process of
professional identity building and foundation. In the narratives it was clear that the training on
the tasks that a journalist has to perform, the formal identification with the profession, the
practice of the craft, experiencing the real setting of a newsroom, and performing as a journalist
were all important activities to make them feel as journalists. It was however, the verification
that comes from the outside the one that had more relevance in this process of professional
identity building.
The confirmation that students received from readers that they were performing as
journalists, either properly or not, had a bigger impact on students’ professional identity.
Realizing that audiences were now looking at them as journalists had an effect on them. Directly
confirming that people actually read their stories, used the information they provided, and even
found typos or errors in their stories was what remained in their memories the longest.
The Internet has allowed the development of applications and platforms that let audiences
interact with journalists. Readers now can directly send email messages to journalists, write
comments on their stories, follow them on social networks and even suggest story ideas and
become sources for stories. Previously, editors were the gatekeepers of readers’ feedback, they
were in between journalists and audiences; now the interaction is direct and journalism students
feel the pressure and the comfort of that.
This finding is relevant for journalism schools and for editors. Allowing journalism
students and junior journalists to go through this process of verification earlier in their careers
can facilitate the foundation of a professional identity sooner and will allow the student to make
adjustments to the roles and performances also sooner in their careers. Since self-esteem is a
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product of identity verification (Burke and Stets, 2009), the sooner a young professional can
build it up, the sooner will be prepared to face the challenges of the profession.

RQ3: How do journalism students shape their identities as journalists in order to adapt to
contemporary changes in journalism?
In both groups of students analyzed, the answer is adopting protean identities. Students
realize that to have a successful career in journalism, they have to embrace change and adopt
Proteus’s shape-shifting abilities. They not only show a conscious decision in embracing change,
they also show agency that embracing this identity provides:
There are some things I already know I want to learn and some things I know I
will be expected to, either know or learn how to deal with, whenever I switch
newsrooms. So it’s just like being a chameleon, you have to constantly change
and adapt to the environment or you are not going to survive. That I know for
sure. (A50)

In this narrative it is evident that the student is thinking ahead, is predicting the future and
preparing him or herself to be successful in that future thus matching another characteristic of
Proteus who had a vast knowledge of the past, the capability of learning about current
happenings and the gift to reveal the future (Nicol, 1987). Students are also aware of the risks of
adopting such an identity, because there is a “dark side” to the protean self: “the danger of
diffusion.” (Lifton, 1993, p. 190)
… As a journalist you need to learn how to do multiple things but still do them
right… I’m a big believer on doing all of these things but make sure you do them
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with the same amount of quality that you would if you were doing just an article.
(A48)

Even though both groups embrace change by adopting a protean identity, there is a difference in
the way they do so. The first group embraces change with optimism and excitement while the
second group feels that they have to do it to survive and that they still have time to acquire the
skills required in journalist nowadays. Why do these differences exist in the approach to the
protean identity? The answer lies in a combination of factors all related to the setting where this
group operates. First, this group attends a university in the Southwest, in the Borderlands, where
access to higher education is more difficult and where expectations for students’ performances
may be lower than in other more developed regions of the country. These students are not early
adopters. In addition to that, the journalism program has recently changed its former print and
electronic media majors to just one multimedia journalism major that attempts to bring the
program to the forefront of new media developments. However, the process takes time and in the
meantime students are being trained in an environment where old and new paradigms coexist.
Results of this research are important to journalism educators. We can see the several
roles that are preponderant on students’ narratives and take corrective measures to guide students
out of the confusion that this period of crisis might be operating on them. I do not, by any means,
suggest that we have to indoctrinate students one way or the other, but I do suggest that we have
to make sure that the roles of journalism they embrace are embraced in an informed way with
clear conscience of the consequences of the choices. More than that, we have to make sure
students overcome and master the basic skills of journalism —gathering information, writing,
and reporting— and go beyond those to provide their audiences with analysis and context to
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complex problems that are more valuable and educative to their audiences than simple report of
facts.
To make sure our students are successful journalists, we have to make sure that we
provide them with a current state of the industry. It has to be clear for them what are the
requirements and expectations of the industry for its professionals. We have to be able to
transmit the imminence of the need for appropriate training and relevant experience. If we fail on
that we will be responsible for our students’ failures. Students already show the conditions and
attitudes needed, they are embracing protean identities; they are willing to change and adapt and
morph. We must help them build the self-confidence they need and infuse them with the
excitement that will make them outstanding professionals in their fields.
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Appendix A

University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) Institutional Review Board
Informed Consent Form for Research Involving Human Subjects

Protocol Title: Digital journalism: Building a professional identity in time of crisis
Principal Investigator: Lourdes Cueva Chacón
UTEP Department of Communication

NOTE: In this consent form, “you” always means the study subject. If you are a legally
authorized representative (such as a parent or guardian), please remember that “you” refers to the
study subject.

1. Introduction
You are being asked to take part voluntarily in the research project described below. Please take
your time making a decision and feel free to discuss it with your friends and family. Before
agreeing to take part in this research study, it is important that you read the consent form that
describes the study. Please ask the study researcher or the study staff to explain any words or
information that you do not clearly understand.

2. Why is this study being done?
You have been asked to take part in a research study of what it means to be a journalist in this
time.
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Approximately, 30 study subjects will be enrolling in this study at UTEP.
You are being asked to be in the study because you are a journalism student over the age of 18.
If you decide to enroll in this study, your involvement will last about 14 weeks.

3. What is involved in the study?
If you agree to take part in this study, the research team will:
-

Ask you to answer a questionnaire.

-

Ask you to participate in a two-hour focus group with another 5 journalism students
where you will participate in a discussion about journalism.

4. What are the risks and discomforts of the study?
There are no known risks associated with this research.

5. What will happen if I am injured in this study?
The University of Texas at El Paso and its affiliates do not offer to pay for or cover the cost of
medical treatment for research related illness or injury. No funds have been set aside to pay or
reimburse you in the event of such injury or illness. You will not give up any of your legal rights
by signing this consent form. You should report any such injury Lourdes Cueva Chacón and to
the UTEP Institutional Review Board (IRB) at (915-747-8841) or irb.orsp@utep.edu.

6. Are there benefits to taking part in this study?

53

There will be no direct benefits to you for taking part in this study. This research may help us to
better understand how the professional identity is formed and to improve teaching techniques for
journalism instructors.

7. What other options are there?
You have the option not to take part in this study. There will be no penalties involved if you
choose not to take part in this study.

8. Who is paying for this study?
Internal Funding:
Funding for this study is provided by UTEP Graduate School.

External funding:
UTEP and Lourdes Cueva Chacón are receiving funding from Lourdes Cueva Chacón to
conduct this study.

9. What are my costs?
There are no direct costs. You will be responsible for travel to and from the research site and any
other incidental expenses.

10. Will I be paid to participate in this study?
You will be paid $15 Gift card for a two-hour participation in this study.
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11. What if I want to withdraw, or am asked to withdraw from this study?
Taking part in this study is voluntary. You have the right to choose not to take part in this
study. If you do not take part in the study, there will be no penalty.
If you choose to take part, you have the right to stop at any time. However, we encourage
you to talk to a member of the research group so that they know why you are leaving the
study. If there are any new findings during the study that may affect whether you want to
continue to take part, you will be told about them.
The researcher may decide to stop your participation without your permission, if he or
she thinks that being in the study may cause you harm, and if all the questions have been
answered.

12. Who do I call if I have questions or problems?
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you may call
Lourdes Cueva Chacón at (919) 559-2116 or cuevacha@gmail.com. You can also contact
the research advisor Dr. Stacey Sowards at ssowards@utep.edu
If you have questions or concerns about your participation as a research subject, please
contact the UTEP Institutional Review Board (IRB) at (915-747-8841) or
irb.orsp@utep.edu.

13. What about confidentiality?
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1. Your part in this study is confidential. None of the information will identify you by
name. All records will be kept in digital format, under password protection and in an
external drive that will be kept under lock.
2. Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential. The results of this
research study may be presented at meetings or in publications; however, your identity
will not be disclosed in those presentations.

All records will be coded. Only the researcher will know the interpretation of the codes
and will keep this information password protected.

14. Mandatory reporting
If information is revealed about child abuse or neglect, or potentially dangerous future
behavior to others, the law requires that this information be reported to the proper
authorities.

15. Audio recording
The focus group session will be audio recorded. The recording will be listened only by
the researcher and only for research purposes. The digital files generated will be coded
and password protected to ensure your privacy.
The recordings will be retained for possible future analysis.
The researcher may wish to present some the recordings at scientific conferences. Please
sign below if you are willing to allow us to do so with the tape of your performance.
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I hereby give permission for the audio tape made for this research study to be also used
for educational purposes.
Participant Name: __________________________________ Date: ______________
Participant Signature: _________________________________ Time: _____________

16. Authorization Statement
I have read each page of this paper about the study (or it was read to me). I know that
being in this study is voluntary and I choose to be in this study. I know I can stop being in
this study without penalty. I will get a copy of this consent form now and can get
information on results of the study later if I wish.

Participant Name:

Date:

Participant Signature:

Time:

Consent form explained/witnessed by:

Signature
Date:

Time:
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Appendix B

QUESTIONNAIRE
Research Study: Digital Journalism: Building a professional identity in time of crisis.
Please answer the following questions:
1. What is your birth year? __________
2. What is your gender? ____________________
3. What is your ethnicity? _______________________________
4. Are you a first generation student in your family? __________
5. What is your major? ______________________ Minor?

_________________________
6. What is your expected graduation date? ______________________
7. I’d like to learn about your ideas about what it means to be a journalist… What comes

to mind when you think of someone being a journalist?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
8. What skills do you think are mandatory for a journalist to have/master?

_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
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_____________________________________________________________________
9. Would you name a journalist that you consider a role model? What is it that makes

her/him your role model?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
10. What are your expectations/plans after graduation?

_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________
11. What is your current experience in journalism? Please mention job descriptions,

responsibilities, and activities performed (company names are not relevant for this
study).
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
12. What do you think is the future of journalism?

_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

59

Curriculum Vita

Lourdes Miriam Cueva Chacón was born on December 7, 1971 in San Ramón, Junín,
Perú. She is the first daughter of Francisco and Consuelo Cueva. She obtained a B.S. in
Industrial Engineering from the University of Lima in 1995 and her engineering
certification in 2000. She worked for six years for the Ministry of Finances of Perú as a
system analyst where she developed her interest for web development. In 2003 she
migrated to the United States to start a master’s degree program at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and graduated in 2005 with an M.S. in Information
Science. Her web development skills put her in contact with Borderzine, for which she is
the webmaster since 2008. Lourdes began the Master of Arts in communication graduate
program at the University of Texas at El Paso in the fall of 2008. She is a member of the
National Communication Association, the National Hispanic Journalists Association, and
the American Society for Information Science and Technology.

Permanent Address:

1219 Prospect St.
El Paso, TX 79902

60

